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Abstract: Amitav Ghosh’s famous novel The Shadow Lines contains a story whose characters and situations 
have their global and cosmopolitan standings. However, a careful study would indicate that the crux of the 
novel–whose very title itself is overtly suggestive of its overarching theme—primarily deals with the very 
volatile nature of the dividing lines between the countries India, Pakistan and Bangladesh. Through a 
moving storyline that spans across the pre-independent and the post-independent generations and thereby 
the pre-partition and the post-partition times, the text intends to foreground the intricate nature of our 
existence in this sub-continental part of the world where the people of these three divided countries stay 
connected to each other along various ethnic and cultural lines. What the novel finally succeeds in 
portraying is that despite the partition, the three countries cannot be considered as watertight 
compartments; rather they would continue to engage with each other through various activities that have 
their cross-border impacts and beyond-boundary ramifications.  
Keywords: partition, boundary, nationality, globalization, cosmopolitanism 
Amitabh Gohosh‟s The Shadow lines is a 
novel that recounts events relating to a time period 
that spans across the pre-independent and the post-
independent eras respectively. The unnamed 
narrator of the story describes about a family, 
which though had its ancestral roots in the Khulna 
district of Dhaka, disintegrates into various 
fragments along the lines of posterity and spreads 
over India, Bangladesh and England in due course 
of time. The members of the family encompassing 
three generations are quite clearly posited not only 
in different geographical locations, but also across 
two significant temporal dimensions: the pre-
independent times and the post-independent one. In 
the seemingly intricate movement of the plot 
starting from the family‟s disintegration into 
miniscule fragments and their subsequent migration 
into parts of India and England ending in the tragic 
demise of Tridib in a riot in the Khulna district of 
Dhaka, the story nevertheless persistently revolves 
around one issue—the issue of partition. The text, 
through the instauration of various probing 
questions, interrogates the validity of the post-
independent partition between India, Pakistan and 
Bangladesh and questions the ability of the 
dividing lines along the borders to be able to hold 
and maintain ethnic, cultural and regional 
differences along these three so-called separate 
nations.  Based on these precepts, this present 
article seeks to establish Amitav Ghosh‟s 
exposition of the volatility of boundaries along the 
borders of India, Pakkistan and Bangladesh, as 
exemplified in the novel The Shadow Lines.  
 The story of The Shadow-Lines is 
presented through the memory of the unnamed 
narrator, who recounts various events and episodes 
that he had heard from different characters at 
different times. As the story unfolds in a 
characteristically convoluted pattern, we are 
introduced to a few characters who either 
remember India as an undivided whole (like the 
narrator‟s great grandfather) or try to see India, 
Pakistan and Bangladesh as separate countries (like 
the narrator‟s grandmother) with clear-cut 
borderlines between them. However, the very 
notion that the border line between two countries 
(India and East Pakistan or Bangladesh for 
instance) makes them two distinctly separate 
entities with two correspondingly cloistered 
realities contained inside them is thoroughly 
undermined in the novel. It becomes evident 
primarily through the shifting perspectives of the 
unnamed narrator with the sequential unfolding of 
a few incidents with the progress of time. Initially, 
the narrator believed that the other side of the 
border contains another reality whereas this notion 
is foiled when he grows into adulthood and readily 
realizes that the notion he had harbored inside 
himself during his infancy was nothing but a 
mirror-illusion.  
 Like the narrator, his grandmother also 
initially nurtured a firm belief that well-defined 
national boundaries will be able to distinctly 
separate two newly born countries along with their 
respective communities. The grandmother‟s strong 
notions of a country with well-defined boundaries 
and indigenous resident communities are evident in 
her overt rejection of Ila belonging to the English 
nation. Her passionate elaboration of the formation 
of a country through stringently demarcated 
territories reveals her trademark notions of fixities 
and taciturnities of not only territorial but also 
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residential boundaries. Her speech before the 
narrator must be quoted here:  
She doesn‟t belong there. It took 
those people a long time to build 
that country; hundreds of years, 
years and years of war and 
bloodshed. Everyone who lives 
there has earned his right to be 
there with blood: with their 
brother‟s blood and their father‟s 
blood and their son‟s blood. They 
know they‟re a nation because 
they‟ve drawn their borders with 
blood. Hasn‟t Maya told you how 
regimental flags hang in all their 
cathedrals and how all their 
churches are lined with 
memorials to men who died in 
wars, all around the world? War 
is their religion. That is what it 
takes to make a country. Once 
that happens people forget they 
were born this or that, Muslim or 
Hindu, Bengali or Punjabi: They 
become a family born of the 
same pool of blood. That is what 
you have to achieve for India, 
don‟t you see? (85-6)  
 In her self-styled definition of a country, 
Grandmother tends to become excruciatingly 
sentimental and patriotic by believing that once a 
sovereign country is formed with a well-defined 
territorial demarcation, the communal differences 
between different religious and ethnic sects would 
be resolved automatically under the camouflaging 
effect of a unified nationalistic spirit. But in an 
ironical and dramatic turn of events, the communal 
sentiments percolated beyond the territorial 
frontiers of a so-called unified nationhood after the 
Mui-Mubarak incident, and it contributed to the sad 
and untimely demise of Tridiv in Khulna district of 
Dhaka. This can be taken to be a scathing and 
ironical reversal of grandmother‟s stern belief in a 
unified nationhood.  It can be observed quite 
clearly that Grandma fails to understand the true 
nature of nationalism in this part of the world and 
conceives it terms of her radical, patriotic political 
ideology, not in terms of its longstanding, complex 
cultural matrix. Benedict Anderson very aptly 
describes the true nature of nationalism in the 
subcontinent in the following lines: “What I am 
proposing is that Nationalism has to be understood, 
by aligning it not with self-consciously held 
political ideologies, but with large cultural systems 
that preceded it, out of which—as well as against 
which—it came into being” (12).    
And we come to know from the narrator‟s 
recollections of Tridib‟s words about grandmother 
that “All she wanted was a middle-class life in 
which, like the middle classes the world over, she 
would thrive believing in the unity of nationhood 
and territory, of self-respect and national power: 
that was all she wanted—a modern middle-class 
life, a small thing that history had denied her in its 
fullness and for which she could never forgive it” 
(86).      
 Moreover, her notion is grossly 
dismantled when she, while planning to visit 
Dhaka, wonders while she would be able to see the 
demarcating lines between India and Dhaka from 
the flight in which she was flying. Every attempt 
on the part of the grandmother to assert her 
nationalistic identity through a supposed 
belongingness to a particular nation with a fixed 
boundary is characteristically foiled and gently 
ridiculed by the narrator‟s father, who, of course, 
had come to terms with the purely arbitrary and 
illusory nature of these boundaries. To gently 
ridicule her insatiable desire to see something along 
the border that would corroborate to her 
subconscious urge to see the differences, the 
narrator‟s father asks if “the border is a long, black 
line with a green on one side and scarlet on the 
other, like it was in a school atlas” (167)? In reply, 
she expresses her innate expectations to find 
“trenches . . . or soldiers, or guns pointing at each 
other, or even just barren strips of land” or “no 
man‟s land” (167) which at least would give a 
certain semblance of satisfaction and certainty to 
her that the countries are truly separate now— a 
topographic disconnection, which for her, is the 
logical and expected and just conclusion to the long 
history of conflicts, agitations and wars. But the 
narrator‟s father goes on pinpricking her separatist 
sentiments by laughing at her and saying: “No, you 
won‟t be able to see anything except clouds and 
perhaps, if you are lucky, some green fields” 
(167)—a statement which induces a certain amount 
of irksomeness in his mother‟s mind and she 
expresses her concerns with a traceable tone of 
utter disappointment:   
But if there aren‟t trenches or 
anything, how are people to 
know? I mean, where‟s the 
difference then? And if there is 
no difference, both sides will be 
the same; it will be just like it 
used to before, when we used to 
catch a train in Dhaka and get off 
in Calcutta the next day without 
anybody stopping us. What was it 
all for then—partition and all the 
killing and everything—if there 
isn‟t something in between? 
(167) 
 In response to the grandmother‟s sense of 
disappointment, the narrator‟s father tells her that 
she would not be able to trace a Himalaya-like 
border (which is found between India and China) 
between India and Bangladesh and the border 
actually starts right from the moment she steps into 
the airport where the process of filling up forms 
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starts—a form in which one has to fill the details of 
his birth place, nationality and date of birth etc. The 
situation inevitably leads the grandmother to an 
entangling paradox. The grandmother who usually 
“liked things to be neat and in place” has now 
found herself in some kind of a mess where “her 
place of birth had come to be so messily at odds 
with her nationality” (165). A close look at the 
scenario would reveal that the grandmother who 
always believed in neat and clear divisions between 
things is now ironically caught in a hotchpotch 
where she is not able to keep her nationality and 
birthplace well inside the boundary of the Indian 
border, so to say. 
 In another significant incident that serves 
the symbolic purpose of dismantling boundaries, 
the narrator‟s grandmother‟s uncle denies to 
recognize India as a separate country. When the 
narrator‟s grandmother tries to convince him that 
he is no longer safe in a country like Bangladesh 
and needs to go with them to India, her uncle curtly 
replies:  
I know everything, I understand 
everything. Once you start 
moving you never stop. That is 
what I told my sons when they 
took the trains. I said: I don‟t 
believe in India-Shindia. It‟s all 
very well, you are going away 
now, but suppose when you get 
there they decide to draw another 
line somewhere? What will you 
do then? Where will you move 
to? No one will have you 
anywhere. As for me, I was born 
here, and I will die here.   (237) 
 The uncle of the narrator‟s grandmother 
very precisely understands the volatile nature of the 
dividing lines that have come into existence of late 
due to partition. With his loads experiences 
spanning decades before and after partition, the 
uncle is able to know that it is not possible to 
divide this part of the world (India , Pakistan and 
Bangladesh) into different countries culturally as 
the cultural root of the divided nations goes back to 
one larger cultural whole of which they all were 
parts. Where ever one would go, his cultural roots 
would elongate to the other country. It is simply 
not possible to divide them. The dividing lines that 
have been erected are purely arbitrary and volatile.  
Truly, a nation cannot be determined by what 
Ernest Renan would call “the shape of the earth” 
(19).   
 One could also look at the stealing 
incident of the sacred relic of prophet Mohmmad, 
„Mu-i-Mubarak‟ as an event that establishes the 
virtual non-existence of the dividing lines between 
India, Pakistan and Bangladesh as the incident was 
enough to stir the sentiments of not only the Indian 
Muslims of Kashmir, but also the Pakistani and 
Bangladeshi Muslims staying outside India in their 
respective separate countries. The impact was such 
that Karachi observed 31 December as a „Black 
Day.‟ As a result, the incident could trigger 
enormous unrest and violence in Kashmir, Pakistan 
and Bangladesh. It was the cause of the riot in 
Khulna district in Dhaka—a riot which, according 
to the narrator, killed Tridiv ultimately. The event 
undoubtedly had its trans-national and beyond-
boundary impacts and repercussions and the 
narrator, while investigating into the riot in Khula 
and the ensuing tragic death of Tridiv, rightfully 
calls the investigation “a voyage into the land 
outside space” (247). To quote him: “It was thus, 
sitting in the air-conditioned calm of an exclusive 
library, that I began on my strangest journey: a 
voyage into a land outside space, an expanse 
without distances; a land of looking glass events” 
(247). In his statement, the narrator reasserts that 
his recapitulation of the  traumatic memory of 
Tridiv‟s death is some kind of a backward journey 
on his part into a vast expanse that runs beyond the 
geographical and spatial boundaries between the 
three countries. A. N. Kaul very rightly says: 
“Crossing of frontiers—especially those of 
nationality, culture and language—has increased 
the world over, including India. Of this tendency 
The Shadow Lines is an extreme example” (299). 
The whole episode of the stealing of the sacred 
relic of Prophet Mohammad, the ensuing violence 
because of it and the final tragic demise of Tridiv, 
combined together, can be taken to be the symbolic 
dismantlement of the arbitrarily drawn boundaries 
between India, Pakistan and Bangladesh.       
 The fascinating cartographic experiment 
performed by the narrator towards the last part of 
the text adds further insights to the general notion 
of the futileness of boundaries between different 
nations in South East Asia. The narrator very 
interestingly shows that some places in India were 
actually far away from another whereas in contrast, 
there are places in other adjacent countries that are 
nearer to India. But Khulna in Bangladesh never 
concerned itself about incidents happening in 
nearby foreign countries whereas the incident in 
Srinagar affected it badly and gave rise to the riot 
of 1964 despite the fact that by then East Pakistan 
or Bangladesh was a separate country already. The 
point is that despite the customary topographical 
divisions between India and Bangladesh along the 
borders, the countries never really got separated 
from each other culturally as an incident in one 
particular country could affect the people of the 
other country. The narrator, after explicating his 
cartographic the incident in some great details, 
would finally discover the terrible irony that this 
supposed act of partition or drawing dividing lines 
across the borders has generated. The irony is that 
in this act of apparent separation, the countries and 
the cities in particular (like Khulna and Kolkata) 
have rather bought t themselves much closer than 
previously in a scenario, as the narrator would 
imagine, that Khulna and Kolkata become the 
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mirror images of each other. The narrator‟s 
discovery of this irony must be explained through 
this quote: 
They have drawn their borders . . 
. hoping perhaps that once they 
have etched their borders upon 
the map, the two bits of land 
would sail away from each other 
like shifting tectonic plates of the 
prehistoric Gondwanaland. What 
they felt, I wondered, when they 
discovered that they had created 
not a separation, but a yet 
undiscovered irony . . . the 
simple fact that there had never 
been a moment in the four-
thousand-year-old-history of that 
map, when the place we know as 
Dhaka and Calcutta were more 
closely bound to each other than 
after they had drawn their lines—
so closely that I, in Calcutta, had 
only to look into the mirror to be 
in Dhaka; a moment when each 
city was the inverted image of the 
other, locked into an irreversible 
symmetry by the line that was to 
set us free—our looking-glass 
border.  (257)     
 In the midst of the subtle humour and 
irony and to some extent ridicule that the narrator 
evokes regarding of the act of drawing dividing 
lines between India and Bangladesh, one could 
well observe that he calls the cities of Kolkata and 
Dhaka to be inverted replicas of each other and he 
describes the actual border to be a mirror-image 
border. Such descriptions of the cities and borders 
serve the purpose of thoroughly dismantling the 
notion of boundaries between India and 
Bangladesh. So, What the novel The Shadow Lines 
truly challenges is the validity of geographical 
boundaries (90). 
 There are other notable instances in the 
text that could be cited to exemplify Amitabh 
Ghhosh‟s attempt to establish that boundaries do 
not result in separation of cultural ethos. The 
conflicting encounter between Robi and Ila at the 
pub resulting from Robi‟s stern disapproval of Ila‟s 
freakish behavior there and the narrator‟s 
concluding remarks to Ila at the end of the brawl 
between her and Robi illustrates that they are 
inseparable from each other on the cultural front. In 
response to her anguished remark: “Do you see 
now why I‟ve chosen to live in London? Do you 
see? It‟s only because I want to be free”, the 
narrator says: “You can never be free of me, . . . 
You cannot be free of me because I am within you . 
. .” (98). Evidently, one always carries his/her 
cultural ethos even after going to another country, 
beyond the boundary of his/her original country. 
Absolute detachment from the original country and 
its attendant cultural ethos is impossible.   
  In the final analysis, Amitabh Ghosh‟s  
The Shadow-Lines, by creating a story that spans 
not only the pre-independent and the post-
independent eras but also the previously undivided 
and subsequently divided topography of this larger 
part of South-East Asia, reasserts the illusory 
nature of boundaries and dividing lines between 
India, Pakistan and Bangladesh. The histories, the 
memories and the experiences of the people of 
different sects, different religious groups and 
different ethnic communities of this part of the 
world are so compositely and intricately 
interwoven with each other that it is virtually 
impossible to separate them from each other. The 
novel truly demonstrates that in the midst of all the 
diversionist politics that has evolved  of late, 
especially after Independence, a kind of indivisible 
thread of connection on various fronts—religious, 
cultural and ethnic—still continues to exist and 
haunt the collective psyche of the people of the 
three countries.  
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